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A massive ice storm in Portland, Oregon, recently knocked out my family’s power for a 
week. In the space of a few days, the situation morphed from novel fun to mildly 
irritating to frustrating. Despite the inconvenience, we were safe, fed, and mostly able 
to keep warm. 


One aspect of the week that sticks out in my mind was communication. Without 
Internet service, we relied on cellular data access on our mobile phones. So did 
everyone else in town, which overwhelmed the cellular network. During the day, you 
couldn’t get more than a trickle of data, if that. But at 6 in the morning or 10 at night, 
the network had more bandwidth, allowing limited access to news and email. Still, it 
was best to grab your information fast then get offline: phone batteries work for a 
precious few minutes. 


The situation gave me flashbacks to dialing into BBSes when I was a kid. The bulletin 
boards that I called allowed one user at a time, so if you tried to connect at prime time, 
you'd only get a busy signal. An early morning call was more likely to make it through. 
Once you made it online, you couldn’t dawdle: BBSes had daily time limits to prevent 
people from hogging the limited resource. Grab your information fast then get offline. 
BBSes worked for precious few minutes. (At least my iPhone doesn’t enforce file 
transfer ratios like some BBSes did.) 


During the outage, I got a lot of reading done. I finished Sid Meier’s Memoir!: A Life in 
Computer Games, which I really enjoyed, but which has no Apple II content. 
Generally, though, blackouts aren’t compatible with the retrocomputing hobby. 


The power outage reminded me that today, just as in the BBS era, the ability to move 
information from the world to my computer is a precious shared commodity. Back 
then, it was a treat for nerds; today, it is a utility relied on by everyone. I don’t miss the 
busy signal. 
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